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REPOIRT BY THE US

General Accounting Office

Erroneous Supplemental Security
Income Payments Result From
Problems In Processing Changes
In Recipients’ Circumstances

Recipients of Supplemental Security Income
are required to report to the Social Security
Administration changes in income, resources,
and other circumstances affecting their bene-
fit payment amount or continued eligibility
for assistance. Millions of dollars are being
erroneously paid to recipients annually, be-
cause of the lack of adequate filing systems,
processing procedures and goals, and man-
agement controls to ensure that these
changes are promptly and accurately proc-
essed.

Social Security’s reliance on its over 1,300
field offices to develop their own methods
to process this large workload--about 12 mil-
lion changes annually--has not been effective.
Stronger central direction, improvements in
district office processing practices, and com-
puter cantrols to ensure that these changes
are properly processed are needed.
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UNITED STATES GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20548

HUMAN RESOURCES

DIVISION

B-164031(4)

The Honorable Joseph A. Califano, Jr.
The Secretary of Health, Education,
and Welfare

Dear Mr. Secretary:

This report describes the Social Security Administra-
tion's efforts to process reported changes in Supplemental
Security Income recipients' income, resources, or other cir-
cumstances once they have become eligible for benefits. It
contains recommendaticons to improve Social Security's proce-
dures and practices for processing reported changes and to
ensure that benefits paid to recipients properly reflect
their demonstrated continuing need for financial assistance.

As you know, section 236 of the Legislative Reorganiza-
tion Act of 1970 requires the head of a Federal agency to
submit a written statement on actions taken on our recom-
mendations to the House Committee on Government Operations
and the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs not later
than 60 days after the date of the report and to the House
and Senate Committees on Appropriations with the agency's
first request for appropriations made more than 60 days after
the date of the report.

We are sending copies of this report to the Chairmen,
House Committee on Government Operations; Senate Committee
on Governmental Affairs; House Committee on Appropriations;
Senate Committee on Finance; House Committee on Ways and
Means and its Subcommittee on Public Assistance and Unemploy-
ment Compensation; and Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on
Labor and Health, Education, and Welfare. Copies are also
being sent to the Director, Office of Management and Budget,
and the Administrator of General Services.



B-164031(4)

We appreciate the cooperation and assistance given by
Social Security personnel and would like to be periodically
informed of the progress made to implement our recommendations.

Sincerely yours,

" | M(_/‘- f//
vﬁb “r
Gre;QE;J;fK/ art
Diredtor °



GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE ERRONECUS SUPPLEMENTAL SECURITY

REPORT TC THE SECRETARY OF INCOME PAYMENTS RESULT FROM

HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND PROBLEMS IN PROCESSING CHANGES
WELFARE IN RECIPIENTS' CIRCUMSTANCES

Tear Sheet.

cover date should be noted hereon.

Eligibility for federally administered
Supplemental Security Income benefits is
based on a continuing need for financial
assistance. Once eligibility for assist-
ance is established, recipients must report
changes in income, resources, or other cir-
cumstances that could affect the recipient's
benefit payment amount or continued eligi-
bility. If any of this information is not
promptly and correctly processed, payment
errors will occux. These changes are
referred to as posteligihbility changes. |

Ty
The Social Security Administration estimates,
based on its quality assurance data, that it
erroneously overpaid about $1 billion and
underpaid about $262 million in Supplemental
Security Income benefits from January 1976 {
through March 1978. Of the approximately
S1 billion overpaid, about $478 million (or
45.5 percent) was attributed to problems
Social Security has experienced in process- {
ing reported changes. !

Changes are reported by recipients or rep-
resentative payees to Social Security field
offices by letter, by telephone, or through
office visits. The changes are reviewed,
recorded on a computer input document, and
transmitted through a naticonwide telecommuni-
cations network to the Social Security com-
puter facility in Baltimore. If complete
and correct, the changes are posted to the
recipient's Supplemental Security Record;

if not, they are returned to the originating
office. Rejected information must be cor-
rected and retransmitted. Once posted to
the record, the data are used to recompute
the Supplemental Security Income benefit
amount to be paid the recipient or suspend
or terminate from the rolls recipients no
longer eligible for benefits, and for other
program purposes., (See ch. 1l.)

Upon remcval, the report

i HRD-79-4



GAO examined 452 posteligibility changes
that were received by mail or through office
visits at 11 local Social Security offices.
Much of the posteligibility information =
either was lost, was not =:ifectively acted
on, or tock too long to process,

]
i

Most of the local offices' problems result
from lost records and a lack of adequate
processing procedures, controls, and time
frames. Effective procedures and goals,
and a system for controllinag and monitoring
posteligibility changes, arc¢ needed to en-
sure that Supplemental fecurity Income pay-
ments are correct. (Sec¢ ch, 3.)

Federal regulations provide that the General

Services Administration, through its National

Archives and Records Service, establish and

maintain a program of direct technical assist-

ance to Federal agencies for managing the
creation, maintenance, and disposition of
Federal records and evaluate the effective-
ness of the records programs that are estab-
lished. The Federal Records Act requires
agencies to periodically :nspect their rec-
ords management program. Evaluations of the

adequacy cof Social Securizy's records manage-—
ment program have been limited. (See p. 15.)

Social Security's computer facility and
nationwide telecommunications network were
designed to permit vror;t, accurate
reporting of changes ir recipients' income,
resources, and other circumstances. The
field offices use the system to retrieve as
well as update informaticn on Supplemental
Security Income recipients' records,

The system also provides field offices with
reject and alert message:s, which indicate
that posteligiblity chanaes are either in-
correct and should be retransmitted or that
other matters pertinen'. to recipients' rec-
ords need further development.

-

Controls needed to ensire that changes are

either posted to Supplemental Security Records
or rejected and later ro-rected by the field

1i
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offices have not been established. 1In
addition, some alert messages controlled

by the computer system may be of question-
able value, while others that may affect a
recipient's continued eligibility or pay-
ment amount should be but are not contrclled.
Social Security needs to assess all alert
messages to determine which should be con-
trolled and monitored and which should he
eliminated. (See ch. 4.)

RECOMMENDATIONS _
— “\

The Secretary of Health, fducation, and W

Welfare should direct the Commissioner of

the Social Security Administration to im-

prove the processing of changes to recipient
payments by:

—--Establishing procedures, goals, and a
system for controlling, processing, and
monitoring posteligibility changes.

--Establishing pending ti.es for control-
ling posteligibility changes that are not
monitored through the District Office
Workload Report.

~—-Establishing procedurss to insure that
posteligibility information received is
processed before it is filed.

~-~Insuring that offices retain and dispose
of documents in accordance with the Social
Security records retention and disposal
schedule.

~--Requesting the National Archives and Records
Service to help develop an effective records
management program.

--Periodically assessing the records manage-
ment program to determine compliance with
the Federal Records Ack.

The Secretary should also direct the Commis-
siconer to establish appropriate controls to
minimize problems associated with processing
posteligibility changes and provide added
assurance that prompt, c¢f{fective processing
action is taken by:

il



~-Establishing controls in the computer
system to assure field offices that all
posteligibility changes transmitted by
them are either posted to the record or

rejected.

-~Establishing controls over rejects so
that the system can notify field offices
when information in reject messages has
nct been corrected.

--Evaluating the alert system to insure its
effectiveness.

~—Reemphasizing to field offices the need
to process rejects and alerts.

--Periodically monitoring the field offices

to insure that rejects and alerts are
promptly and effectively processed.

iv
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

The Supplemental Security Income (SS1) program was
established by title XVI of the sSccial Security Act (42
U.S.C. 1381), etfective January ., 1974, to vrovide cash
assistance to needv aged, blind, and disabled persons based
on national uniform eligihility reguirements and benefit
criteria. This program, which replaced the former federally
assisted but State—administered orograms of 0Old-Age Assist-
ance, Aid to the Blind, and A11 o the Permanently and
Totally Disablied, 1s administered by the Social Security
Administration (SS8A).

The SSI program currently provides a basic monthly Fed-
eral benefit of $189.40 for a gualified individual with no
countable income (for example, wiges, pensions, retirement
benefits) and $284.10 for a couprle, States can supplement
Federal SSI bhenefits with their >»wn funds and can either
administer supplenentary payments themselves or contract
for Federal administration. 1In =-he program's first 4 years,
over $17.4 pbillion in Federal funds and about $5.5 billion
of federally administered States surplemental funds were paid
to 85I recipients. More than 4 willion persons presently
receive 581 benefits.

We have 1ssued a number of reports evaluating causes
of SS8I overpayments and underpayrents to recipients and
recommending actions to reduce payment errors. {See app.
I.) In part, these reports dealt with (1) the need for S8SI
to obtain accurate, complete information on compensation
and pension income received by S3I recipients from other
Federal agencies, (2) the need f>r SSA to establish proce-
dures to obtaln timely reports from nursing homes on re-
cipient admittances, (3) the need tor SSA to adequately
reimburse States for assistance orovided SSI applicants under
SSA's interim assistance program, and (4) SSA's system for
assessing the quality of the 51 program and its effective-
ness in identifying program prohlems and recommending correc-—
tive actions.

This report describes SS2’« efforts to process reported
changes in reciplients' income, resources, or other circum-
stances once they have become eliqgible for SSI benefits.
These are referred to as posteligibility changes. Because
eligibility for benefits is bzased on a continuing need for
financial asslistance, these ctanges must be processed
Pronptly and effectively or pavment errors will occur.



SSI PAYMENT ERRORS ARE A CONTINUING PROBLEM

SS8A's quality assurance system, established in July
1974, measures the accuracy of SSI pavments to recipients.
On the basis of a sample review of recipients on the 8SI
rolls, SSA estimates and reports semiannually the amount
of Federal and State supplemental overpayments and under-
payments to ineligibles. The table below shows payment

errors estimated under this systen.

Reporting period

Jan.- July- Apr.-
June Sept. Oct. 1976- Sept. Oct. 1977-
1976 1976 Mar. 1977 1977 Mar. 1978

(note a) (note a) {(note a) (note b) (note a) Total

millions) ~

Overpay-
ments 5126 $ 60 $106 $ 77 $ 83 S 452
Payments
to in-
eligi-
bles 173 83 137 83 121 597
299 143 243 160 204 1,049
Underpay-
ments 64 28 58 50 62 262
Total $363 5171 $301L $210 $266 51,311

a/Includes payment adjustment lag errors which, according
to SSA, are caused by events that occur too close to the
payment date to allow time for adjustment. SSA has ex-
cluded such errors from the rates published by its Otfice
of Quality Assurance since the January through June 1976
reporting period.

b/Does not include payment adjustment lag errors. According
to SSA, the information for this period was not readily
avallable as of December 1978 because a data tape was mis-
placed.

SSA classifies payment errors by the following categories:

~-Initial claim: the inital avplication process.

--Redetermination: the annual review of eligibility,




--Posteligibility: a change in recipient circumstances.

--Data processing: data processing within the SSI pay-
ment system.

-~Conversion: former State-administered cases trans-
ferred to SSA.

mined: error not attriputable to above

Posteliginility errors, according to SSA estimates, ac-
counted for about S478 million, 1/ or about 45.5 percent of
the projected amount that was overpaid recipients on the rolls
during the period January 1976 through March 1978. This is
illustrated by the following quality assurance data, which
show semiannual payment error percentages by error category.

Reporting period

Oct. Oct.
Jan. - July- 1976- Apr.- 1977~
June Sept. Mar. Sept. Mar.
Error 1976 1976 1977 1977 1978
category (note a) (note a) {note b) (note b) {note b)
Initial claim 17.2 16.8 14.4 9.4 12.1
Redetermina-
tions 34.4 33.3 47.1 41.6 33.2
Postelii-
bility 39.6 45,7 35.2 42.8 48.9
Data pro-
cessing 5.3 2.7 2.2 5.9 5.6
Conversion 3.0 1.1 .6 .3 .1
Not deter-
mined .5 .4 .5 .0 .1

a/See note a, n. 2.

b/Does not include payment adijustment lag errors.

1/8SA's Office of Quality Assurance generally attributes an
S51 overpayment to one or more of the six error categories
and uses this information to plan corrective action. Ac-
cordingly, the estimated overpayment amount and percentage
attributed to posteligibility errors cannot be derived from
the following table or the one on p. 2.



According to 5SA's Office of Quality Assurance, compari-
sons of the payment errors between sample periods cannot bhe
made because the error categories have been redefined. Never-
theless, their review results show that posteligibility pro-
cessing has been a persistent probiem and that its error
rate over the past 2 yvears has hecn one of the highest among
the six categories.

THE POSTELIGIBILITY PROCESS

SSA administers the S8I program through its central of-
fice in Baltimore, 10 regional offices, over 1,300 district
and branch offices, and 30 teleservice centers.

SSA processes over 12 million S51 posteligibility chanages
annually. These changes are reported by recipients, represen-
tative payees, or third parties 1/ to 8SA's field office hy
letter, by telephone, or through office visits. The changes
are reviewed, recorded on a computer input document, and
transmitted through a nationwide telecommunications network
to the SSA computer facility in Baltimore. If complete
and correct, the changes are posted to the recipient's Sup-
plemental Security Record; 2/ it not, they are returned to
the originating office. Rejected information must be cor-
rected and retransmitted. Once posted to the record, the
data are used to recompute the &8I penefit amount to be
paid the recipient or suspend or terminate from the rolls
recipients no longer eligible for benefits, and for other
program purposes. This process 1= designed to be aguick and
to keep the record accurate and current, thereby avoiding
payment errors. (The chart on the following page 1llustrates
the process.)

1/A representative payee 1s a person or organization selected
to receive and manage SSI benetits on behalf of another.
A third party 1s a person or adgency with knowledge of
changes in recivnients' circumstances.

2/7he Supplemental Security Record is the computerized in-
formation file for $SS5I recipients,
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CHAPTER 2

POSTELIGIBILITY CHANGES ARE NCT EFFECTIVELY

PROCESSED BY DISTRICT OFFICES

District offices handle most posteligibility changes that
are reported to S5A. 5S5A generally considers these changes as
transactions that should be quickly processed. However, about
19 percent of the posteligibility information tested in the
district offices we visited either was lost, was not effec-
tively acted on, or took too long to process. Because of
the problems in getting the changes processed, some represen-
tative pavees and third parties have stopped or delayed re-
porting them to SSA.

PROCESSING PROBLEMS

We examined 452 posteligipility changes 1/ received by
mail or through office visits during a 2-week period at the
11 district offices visited to determine how effectively
the changes were processed. Of the posteligibility changes,
25 to 58 percent were not posted to recipients' Supplemental
Security Records soon enough to bhe reflected in their next
benefit check. Moreover, 3 to 32 percent were not posted
within 30 days 2/ of receipt, and 12 to 33 percent were never
entered on the recipient's Supplemental Security Record in
Baltimore by the completion of our fieldwcrk--as long as
87 days after being received i1 the district offices.

In several district offices mail received before our
2-week period was piled up awaiting processing. For example:

1/0ur test covered all reported posteligibility changes
which regquired processing recerved at the district offices
over the test period. District office managers indicated
that the period covered by our test was typical of their
operations.

2/In view of SSA's computer and telecommunications network,
SS5A headquarters officials believe most of the changes
reported to SSA ought to be processed within 30 davs.
In the absence of specified SSA time frames or goals
for processing these changes (see ch. 3), we used 30 days,
for purposes of our review, as the maximum time necessary
for them to be processed.



—-In one district office, posteligibility mail was
worked on last and then only when the staff could get
to it. District office management attributed this
situation to staff turnover and the inability to
promptly fill position vacancies. Mail bhins contained
several months' accumulation of posteligiblity cor-
respondence awalting processing; for example, one
4-month-o0ld letter informed SSA ¢f a reciplent's move
to another State which would have reduced his monthly

benefits from $276 to S$42,.

-~-In another district office, several months' of mail
from the largest representative payee in the area
had not been processed. The assistant district
office manager said that he was aware of the situa-
tion but did not have enouqh staff to handle that

wOoYk.

Representative pavees told us that district offices
frequently failed to properly process reported changes.
Some payees had informed the local S5SA office of a post-
eligibility change many times, vet the change was not proc-
egssed. For example:

--In October 1975 and again in February 1976, a county
agency, serving as a representative payee, informed
a local SSA office that a mother was incorrectly
receiving SSI and Aid to Families with Dependent
Children benefits for a disabled child. Although SSA
informed the mother in April 1976 that SSI payments
would be discontinued, they were not stopped until

March 1977.

-—~The same local SSA office was advised by the same
representative payee that in November 1975 and
again in January and August 1976 a recipient had
accumulated funds far in excess of the permissible
maximum of $1,500 to remain eligible for SSI. The
district office did not stop payment until April

1977.

--Three representative payees showed us documents for
35 cases involving posteligibility changes that were
reported but not properly acted on. For 16 of the
cases, no action had been taken; for the other 19,
only incomplete action had been taken.



Two of the three representative payees expressed frustra-
tion at SSA's lack of action. One had resorted to hand-
delivering correspondence to the office and requesting a
receipt. That payee noted an improvement in the office’'s
responsiveness. According to supervisors of one county-
city welfare agency, they became disenchanted with the SSA
process and had cut back on providing the district office
with information on S85I recipients.

Causes of processing problems

At the district offices visited, we categorized the
processing problems as follows:

--Lost: the correspondence or record of contact could
not be located in the case file, or the file could not
be found.

--Not acted upon: the information was in the case file,
but the office had not processed it.

-~-Partially acted upon: the information was in the
case file, but the office had not fully processed
all the information.

-~-At employee's desk: the information was on or under
a claim or service representative's desk for a long
time and had not been processed.

~-0Other: the processing problem resulted from other
or unknown causes.

For 6 of the 11 district offices, the following table

shows the percentage of unprocessed posteligibility changes
falling into each category.



Local Not Partially At em-
SSa acted acted ployee's
cffice Lost upon upon desk Other

{percent)

A (note a) 12 63 25 - -
B (note a) 50 - 20 20 10
C (ncte a) 25 25 - 25 25
D 57 - 29 - 14
E 39 8 23 15 15
F 25 50 25 - -

a/We did not review the processing of information recipients
provided these offices during visits.

The table shows that the most common cause for the
processing problems was information being lost before it
was acted on. The other two largest causes, "not acted
upon”" and "partially acted upon,” resulted from posteligi-
bility documents being placed in the recipient's file with-
out an indication that further action was required. We
brought these cases to the attention of the district office
officials; they were unable to determine, from availabhle
documentation, whether the information had been processed.
They agreed, however, to further pursue the matter.
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CHAPTE A

STRONGER CENTRAL DIRZ( TION NEFDED TG

IMPROVE POSTELIGIBILI''Y PRCCESSING

Most district »ffice processivg propblens resalt from

Tetr rerardae v F11( and 2o 12("4]1 v o adaecgnate nmryaroccino
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procedures, controls, and time frawes, Fffective procedures

and goals, and a system for contre.iina and monitoring post-
eligibility changes, are needed ta ensure that S51 recipients
are paid the amount of benefits trey are entitled to. These
procedures and goals would also 71:7¢ S8I a vasis to evaluate
and improve the quality of its d:=ztri1ct offices' records
management practices,

PROCESSING PROCEDURES AND GOALS NWFEDED

SSA recognizes that processing procedures and goals
are pbeneficial and has recently established some for other
local office work., It has not, however, established them
for processing SSI changes rewvorted by recipients and others.
Some district office managers stated that, because these
changes have not had a high procvessing priority, they are
often set aside to allow completion &f higher priority work,
such as processing initial applications for benefits and
redetermining recinients' continied eligibility.

Processing procedures lacking

Although S8SA recognizeg that efficient movement of
claimg and related material is c¢rucial in administering the
S5I program and that a systemati~ apprcach to workflow is
needed, each district office has cen permitted to develop
its own workflow procedures. None of the district offices
visited, however, nhad written procaedures covering all major
gsteps necessary for processing pnsteligihility changes.

In April 1977, SSA provided 1+s field offices with a
handbook for establishing workflow processing guidelines
for controlling and managina SST ~ ' aims and related material.
The handbook, however, does not j:7e procedures for process-
ing posteligibility changes. Fu-thermore, an SS4 central
office official told us that usc o7 the handbook was recom-
mended, but not mandatory.

L1



Federal regulaticons (41 C.F.R, 101-11) provide that the
General Services Administration, through its National Archives
and Records Service (NARS), establish and maintain a program
of direct technical assistance to Federal agencies for man-
aging the creation, maintenance, and disposition of their
records. SSA neither requested nor received NARS technical
assistance in developing the various workflow guidelines
and procedures in the handbook.

At our request, NARS San Francisco regional officials
reviewed the workflow handbook. Although the review was a
preliminary analysis without the benefit of an onsite re-
view of SSA operations, NARS officials provided the follow-
ing comments:

"Work flows are treated as sequential (one
work flow following another) while our ex-
perience suggests that this simple flow
relationship is the exception rather than
the rule for efficient processing.”

* * * * *

"Goals, milestones, time expectations, and
alternate processes are not sufficliently
developed.”

* * * * *

"The * * * processing steps * * * seem to be
fragmented between multiple technicians rather
than multiple functions performed by fewer
technicians * * *_ "

NARS officials doubted that the guidelines would be
adequate for either management or operating-level personnel
in the field. They added that, ir an operation like SSA's,
it is highly desirable to have centrally established hasic
workflow processes that every component should follow, with
alternate processes to be used in special c¢ircumstances,

Processing goals and
measurement criteria lacking

SSA has not established goals to assure that posteligi-
bility changes are processed promptly. In addition, it
does not measure the time it takes to process most of these



changes. In this regard, many d:strict managers sald they
concentrate on work items that SSA monitors through its
District Office Workload Report. ‘This report provides
weekly information on district oftice work received, pro-
cessed, and pending.

About 15 percent of the posteligibility processing
workload reported in the Workload RrReport is logged in and
monitored until completion, and the report showed that most
monitored changes were processed within 30 days. The remain-
ing posteligibility changes--85 nercent of the workload--are
not monitored. They are counted only when processing is
completed. These changes include :uch items as change of
address, death, lncome, and resoir:e notices—--many of which
we found were net processed promot y.

We believe emphasis should oe placed on changes that
have not been processed within a re¢asonable time. However,
tc monitcr the processing of all chianges through the District
Office Workload Report, extensive .nformation woi1ld have to
be logged 1n on each change. This would create annecessary
work. The ability to monitor the processing of these changes
through the report could be estanl:shed, however, by requir-
ing the district offices to mainta.n pending files for con-
trolling changes that have not b2on processed. The offices
could periodically count and recHrd in the Workload Report
changes that have not yet been processed as well as those
that were pulled from the pending ‘iles and worked on.

STANDARDIZED FILE CONTROL
METHODS AND PROCEDURES NEEDED

S5A has given its district offices little direction
regarding file control methods and procedures; for the most
part, it has left the development ind implementation of such
controls to the discretion of each otfice. 8SA requires dis-
trict offices to establish a file Zolder for each recipient
who becomes eligible for S8I. The folder is to he main-
tained in the office until the central office advises the
district office to forward the tolider to one of SSA's pro-
gram service centers or to its Burz2au of Disability Insur-
ance in Baltimore. Documents, such as those containing
posteligibility changes, receiveld >y the district office
after the folders have been forwarided are to be destroyed
or forwarded for retention with the recipient's SSI file
folder according to an SS8SA records disposition schedule.
(See p. 15.)
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The offices visited used a variety of filing systems.
In many of the offices, systems for filing and controlling
various recipient documents needed strengthening. File
control svstems ranged from a sirgle file folder for all
documents to a separate folder containing documents as-
sociated with each major event irvolving an SSI claim (for
example, initial application, redetermination, and over-
payment). Offices also filed nosteligibility documents
differently. Some kept information obtained from recipients
together with the computer input document, while others
maintained the documents in various recipient files.

In most of the district coffices visited, personnel were
unable to locate all pertinent posteligibility documents
we reguested. In addition, file folders were so poorly
maintained in several offices that the staff could not be

sure they had located all documents applicable to a recip-~
ient. Files folders and documents were scattered through-

out the work area--sometimes under employees' desks.

Some district office managers conceded that they knew
little about establishing good filing systems and were
experimenting with various systems to solve what they con-
sidered a major problem—=~finding recipients' SSI files.
Several felt that file contro. yuidance was needed.

In July 1977, S8A's central office provided its field
offices with guidelines on file control systems. The guide-
lines require ecach field office to develop a tiling system,
maintain it in writing, and 1-3sure that office staff fully
understand it. The guidlines, however, allow considerable
leeway for "local initiative."” As with the workflow hand-
book, SS5A did not contact NARS for assistance in developing
the guidelines.

At our request, San Francisco regional NARS officials
reviewed the file control guidelines. According to these
officials the guidelines, among other things, lack informa-

tion on:
--What types of documents are to be filed.
-—A classification scheme for comprehensive files.

--Systems for cross-referencing and indexing files.

-—-Effective chargeout procedures to maintain file
integrity.



These officials support SSA's effort to develop and
implement a national standardized filing system, but they
believe that implementation should be mandatory. Moreover,
they believe a professionally designed system and its
attendant guides and handbooks would facilitate interoffice
case transactions, training of new erplovees, faster filing,
lower loss rates, easier disposition, and the ability to
monitor and control this importan: operational tool while
maintaining the necessary flexipiliity for successful imple-
mentation.

Retention and disposition of records were also a
problem in the district offices. Although SSA‘'s central
office gives the district offices instructions on when to
dispose of certalin posteligibility documents and how long
to retain others, none of the visi-ed district offices
followed the instructions.

Most posteligibility documents can bhe destroyed within
a vear. However, posteligibility .Jocuments that are the
hasis for a redetermination decision are to be forwarded
to a program service center for revention. Often these
documents affect a recipient's payment and are the only
evidence supporting a change to a pay record.

Some district offices visited kept posteligibility
documents indefinitely, while others kept documents for
varying periods. Two offices had established their own dis-
"position schedules. Some distri:t offices had destroyed
key posteligibility documents. 554 reguires these doucments
to be forwarded to a program service center, where they are
held for 5 to 6 years. In most cases, however, thesgse docu-
ments were attached to the 551 computer input document,
which may be dectroyed after 7 +: 2 months,

RECORDS MANAGEMENT PROGRAM

SHOULD BE EVALUATED

‘ The Federal Records Act (44 U.S.C. 395(c¢c)) requires
NARS to periodically evaluate the effectiveness of Federal
departments' and agencies' records management programs for
controlling the c¢reation, maintenance, and use of current
records; for selectively retaining records of continuing
value; and for disposing of nonciurrent records. The act
also requires agencies to periodicslly inspect their records
management program,
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According to SS8SA central ofrice officials, SSA has
not formulated plans for monitoring the district offices!
management of their records. I[n addition, the officials
were not aware of the requiremen® to inspect their records
management program. They noted, however, that regional
offices are required to periocdically review district office
operations, which would include vecords management. Guide-
lines for these reviews, howevar, cover few aspects of rec-
ords manaqgement. For example, 21ie guideline instructs
the reviewer Lo observe any activzities that prevent or delay
receptionists from locating fiies. 1In the entire guideline
this is the only mention of recocds management.,

At the time of our fieldwor<, neither NARS nor SSA had
evaluated the adequacy of the district offices' records
management programs. At our suggestion, however, the SSA
San Francisco regional office regquested NARS to evaluate
its district offices' records management activities. In
its June 1977 report, NARS reported that the district offices
it evaluated had serious problems with their case filing
systems, workflow planning ana control systems, paperwork,
and information flow systems and procedures. The report
pointed ocut that:

"The case filles are not heing maintained in

a uniform manner; the case fiiing instructions
are fragmented and inadecuate; construction,
processing, filing, retr:ieval, and disposal

of case files are not smooth and efficient.
Additionally, there is inadequate control

of the active case file tolders., Case file
related problems of the dinensions observed
clearly impair the effic.ercy of 5SA in ac-
complishing its mission.

x ® X X kg

"To meet informaticon needs; a manual system
has evolved that engages most office personnel
in detailed recordkeeping = * *, Althouagh
initially adequate for a smaller office, the
logarithmic growth in work.oad and personnel
has caused this system to require a dispro-
portionately greater demamd cn staff time.
Additionally, the relative complexities of

the S8I processing requivenents have dim-
inished the operational it lity of the very
general information this svwstem provides * * =,



"The manual system, while sound in concept,
is becoming less adequate for the volume and
complexities introduced by the new programs.”

x x ® * *

"SSI is continually inveolved witan the process-—
ing, monitoring, and contrciling of sensitive
paperwork which flows throuagh a series of key
decision points. In this process, the documents
are used to generate reporte, decisions, and
other actions in a complex paperwork chain.
These major paperwork procedures have not been
well documented. A detailed study, includirng
flow charting and analysis, layout analysis,
equipment utilization, workload distributior,
work standards analysis, and organizaticnal
configuration will enable evaliuation of the
entire process,"

NARS made a number of recommendations to SSA's San
Francisco regional coffice for correcting these deficiencies.
Although the regional office has since had informal contacts

with NARS officials, as of December 19/8 no formal action
had been taken on the recommendations.

CONCLUSIONS

Processing posteligibility changes continues to he
one of the biggest causes of erroneous payments to SSI
recipients-—amounting to about $478 million, or , 45.5 percent
of the approximately 8§81 billion overpaid to recipients
from January 1976 through March 197%,

At the 11 local SSA offices vris1ted, many posteligibility
changes reported by recipients and representative payees
were not effectively acted upon, Posteligibility documents
either (1) were lost, (2) were not effectively acted on, or
{3) reguired too long to process. Lo pelieve manyv of these
problems occur because SSA's central otftice has not provided
adequate processing procedures and goals and a system for
controlling and monitoring posteligibility chanages.

Procedures and goals, and provisions for monitoring the
processing of posteligibilityv changes, are needed to insure
that prompt, effective action is taken on these chanqges,
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In addition, a uniform records management program should be
developed and implemented to insure that receipient files
are effectively and efficiently maintained. 1In developing
this program, S5SA should request the assistance of NARS.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE SECRETARY
OF HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND WELFARE

To improve the procesgssing of changes to SS8I recipient
payments, we recommend that the Secretary direct the Commisg-
sioner of SSA to:

--Establish procedures, gcals, and a system for con-
trolling, processing, and monitoring SSI posteligi-

bility changes.

--Establish pending files for controlling posteligi-
bility changes that are not monitored through the
District Office Workload Report system.

--Establish procedures to insure that posteligibility
information received is processed before it is filed.

~-Insure that offices retain and dispose of documents
in accordance with 5SA's records retention and dis-
posal schedule.

-—Request the National Archives and Records Service
to help develop an effective records management
program,

-—Periodically assess the records management program
to determine compliance with the Federal Records
Act.

18



CHAPTER 4
DATA TRANSMISSION AND
PROCESSING PROBLEMS

Data received from recipients by field offices can be
promptly transmitted to the central -computer facility in
Baltimore through SSA's nationwide t2lecommunications system.
The field offices use the system to retrieve as well as up-
date information on SSI recipients' 3Supplemental Security
Records. 1In addition, the system provides field offices
with reject and alert messages. ERelect messages indicate
that posteligibility changes are incorrect and should be re-
transmitted. Alert messages indicate that cther matters
pertinent to the recipient's record need further development.
However, despite proper processina a«ction by field offices,
erroneous payments can occur.

In monitoring certain posteligibility changes being
processed, we found that some were not reflected in the
recipients' Supplemental Security Records cor returned to
the field offices for corrective action. In addition, when
changes were returned to the field cffices, some vffices
failed to process rejected changes und alerts. The SSA cen-
tral office is generally not awar« when the changes trans-
mitted to it are not processed.

POSTELIGIBILITY CHANGES UNACCOUNTED FOR

Posteligibility changes are transmitted in messages that
originate at district offices and te¢leservice centers.

With SSA's assistance, we traced a number of posteliqgi-
bility changes contained in message< transmitted by the
11 district offices and 3 teleservice centers to the central
computer facility. Information contained in messages trans-
mitted by six of the offices was posted to the recipient's
Supplemental Security Record. 1In the other eight offices,
the posteligibility changes transmitted had been received in
Baltimore, but many changes had not been posted to the reci-
pient records and remained unaccounted for at the completion
of our fieldwork in December 1976. This was 30 to 80 days
after the field offices had first *ransmitted the change.

Some of the changes that remained unaccounted for were
in messages that were partially processed. For example,
one message containing six posteligibility changes was
received in Baltimore; however, while five of the changes
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were posted to recipient records, the other had apparently
not been acted on. Other changes were in messages that were
never processed or in messages that had been rejected by the
system because of errors.

SSA has since corrected two deficiencies 1t identified
as preventing an entire message from heing processed or re-
turned to the field offices for corrective action. The
first deficiency occurred when the computer system failed
to operate. In restarting the svystem, certain messages
were overlooked and never processed. The second deficiency
occurred when notifications of reject messages were not
mailed back tc the district offices. Such notifications
are now transmitted through the telecommunications system. :

For partially processed messages, we noted that changes
in these messages had been rejected by the system, but notice
of such rejection had not been re«ceived at the field offices.
S8A could not tell us 1f the rejccted changes had been trans-—
mitted to the offices because the tapes containing these
changes had been erased. The field offices agreed to follow
up on the partially processed nessages to ensure that the
changes were properly posted t > the recipient's record.

Furthermore, the computer svstem has not Deen programed
so that SSA can assure the field offices that entered changes
are either posted to the recori or rejected. 1In addition, :
because the computer system has ot been programed to inform '
the district offices of the number of rejects being trans-
mitted, the offices cannot deterinine whether they have
received all of the rejects.

REJECTS AND ALERTS ARE
NOT PROPERLY CONTROLLED

S8A estimates that the central computer facility trans-
mits over 1.3 million rejects to field offices annually asking
them to correct previously submitted posteligibility changes.
SSA alsco estimates that it transmits over 466,000 alerts to §
the field offices annually concerning other matters pertinent
to the recipient's record that re2ed further development.
Alerts vary from notifying an office that a recipient did not
receive his payment to indicatirg possible recipient fraud.
Some field offices failed to teview and take appropriate
action on many of the rejects and alerts they received.

We reviewed over 1,300 posteligibility changes trans-—
mitted through the telecommunications system to Baltimore by
the 11 district offices visited rbout 15 percent of the



transmitted changes had been rejected, and only four c¢f the

district offices had made necessary corrections. In the

other seven offices, up to 48 percent of the rejected post-

eligibility changes were not corrected and might have re-

mained undetected had we not brought the rejects to their

attention. Rejects transmitted to the field offices are not

controclled or monitored by the central computer facility to

insure that appropriate action is taken. Regional and dis- ;
trict office officials told us that such controls would help ‘
them to better manage this workload. ]

However, most alerts are controlled within the computer
system, and followup alerts are generated until appropriate j
action has been taken. But alerts are given even lower :
priority than rejects in most of the district offices. Some
offices processed as many alerts as time allowed, while
others handled them selectively based on a staff member’'s
judgment of their significance. Managers and supervisors in
some offices stated that they did not process many alerts
because (1) they did not have time, (2) many alerts affect
records that had already been corrected, and (3) there was no !
way to further develop some alerts. Many office staffs be-
lieved the system was generating too many alerts for them to
process. Some of this volume, however, is caused by district
offices not clearing previous alerts on the same problem.

For alerts that are contrclled but not processed, the
computer generally transmits a new alert every 30 days to
the field office. One alert that most field offices ap-
parently do not process is the "returned check" alert. This
alert informs an office that an SSI check was not deliver- i
able and raises a question as to the recipient's continued ”
eligibility.

Several alerts that are not controlled by the computer
appeared important enough to warrant greater attention. For
example, one uncontrolled alert tells offices that a reci-
pient has received an SSA Retirement and Survivors Insurance
(title II) payment of over $1,500 and that a redetermination
should be made about continued eligibility for SSI benefits.

A central office official said that many alerts generated
by the computer are guestionable and that some of the alerts
are no longer needed. However, because of priorities in
other areas, the alert system has not been reviewed, and
8SA's efforts to evaluate the system's overall quality and
to eliminate outdated alerts have heen minimal.
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CONCLUSIONS

SSA's computer facility and nationwide telecommunications
network were designed to allow for prompt, accurate reporting
of changes in recipients' income, resources, and other cir-
cumstances affecting payment amount and eligibility. However,
controls needed to insure that these changes are either posted
to the Supplemental Security Record or rejected and later
corrected by the field offices have not been established,

By developing and implementing such controls, SSA could
eliminate many problems associated with processing these
changes and insure that prompt, effective processing action
is taken. The controls would alsc give SSA a mechanism for
monitoring the field offices' management of this work.

Some alerts contrelled by the computer system may be of
questionable value, while others that may affect a recipi-
ent's continued eligibility or payment amount should be but
are not controlled. SSA needs to assess all alerts to deter-
mine which should be controlled and monitored and which should
be eliminated.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE SECRETARY
OF HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND WELFARE

To improve SSA's processing of reported posteligibility
changes, we recommend that the Secretary direct the Commis-
sioner of SSA to:

-—Establish controls in the computer system to assure
field offices that all posteligibility changes trans-
mitted by them are either posted to the record or
rejected.

-—-Establish controls over rejects so that the system
can notify field offices when information in reject
messages has not been corrected.

--Evaluate the alert system to insure its effectiveness.

~—-Reemphasize to field offices the need to process
rejects and alerts.

~-Periodically monitor the field offices to insure that
rejects and alerts are promptly and effectively
processed.



APPENDIX I

GAO _REPORTS ON THE

SUPPLEMENTAL SECURITY INCOME

Title

Improvements Needed To Insure the
Accuracy of SSI Retroactive Payments

Replacing Missing Supplemental Security
Income Checks--Recipients Waiting
Longer Than Necessary

Supplemental Security Income Quality
Assurance System: An Assessment of
Its Problems and Potential for Reduc-
ing Erroneous Payments

Need for SSA To Assess Penalties
Against SSI Recipients That Fail To
Report Changes in Their Circumstances

States Should Be Fully Reimbursed for
Interim Assistance to Supplemental
Security Income Recipients

Review of SSA's Activities Related to
Assessing the Continued Medical Rli-
gibility of Disabled $SI Recipients

Number of Newly Arrived Aliens Who
Receive Supplemental Security Income
Needs To Be Reduced

The Social Security Administration
Needs To Improve the Disability
Claims Process

Social Security Administration's
Procedures for Allocating Adminis-
trative Costs to the Supplemental
Security Income Program

Privacy Issues and Supplemental
Security Income Benefits
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APPENDIX I
PROGRAM
Reference
number Date
HRD-79-26 12/11/78
HRD~78-28 8/22/78
HRD~77~126 5/23/78
HRD-78-118 5/22/78
HRD-77-145 5/15/78
HRD-78-97 4/18/78
HRD-78-50 2/22/78
HRD~78~40 2/16/78
HRD-78-12 11/17/77
HRD-77-110 11/15/77



APPENDIX I

Title

Supplemental Security Income Over-
payments to Medicaid Nursing Home
Residents Can Be Reduced

SSA's Outreach Efforts To Identify
Individuals Previously Denied SSI
Benefits

Efforts Made To Locate and Enroll
Potential Recipients of the Supple-
mental Security Income Program for
the Aged, Blind, and Disabled

Supplemental Security Income Payment
Errors Can Be Reduced

Problems in Administering Supplemental
Security Income for the Aged, Blind,
and Disabled

Need for More Uniform Application of
the Presumptive Disability Provision

of the Supplemental Security Income
Program

(10535)
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APPENDIX T

Reference
number Date

HRD-77-131 8/23/77
HRD-77-87 4/22/77
HRD-76-176 12/ 6/76
HRD-76-159 11/18/76
MWD-76-73 6/11/76
MWD-76-2 10/16/75
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